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Human Rights — 
Their Spiritual Dimensions 


A few days before the physical exit of Rev. M.A. 
Thomas, he wrote to me about his health: 


As for my health is concerned, it seems to be a gradual 

deterioration. In other words I am fading out grace- 
fully. 1am not disturbed or worried about my health, 
Tam only stating a fact. 


Iam here to pay homage to that great soul who left us a 


few years ago. Let me affirm he is with us, has concern for 
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humankind as actively, though invisibly, as before he shuf- 
fled off this mortal coil. He wasa teacher, preacher, founder 
of the Ecumenical Christian Centre and dynamic inspirer 
and daring organiser of Vigil India. He touched none that 
he did not adorn and hallowed every institution fashioned 
for the good of his fellow-beings. Rarest of the rare he was! 
I salute this timeless spirit! When I remember such a fine 
friend, thoughts rise too deep for tears, too intimate for 
words. Yet I must speak, express some views and relate my 
ideas to those profound values his personality symbolized, 
however, inadequate my abilities, ill-equipped my grasp of 
vision and mission, and unworthy my qualification to hang 
my ideas on the peg of a Memorial Lecture linked with the 
late M.A. Thomas. 


In our vicious world, he was a rare Christian of the Jesus 
mould, among crowds of crosstians who throng churches 
on Sundays and mind their mundane business the rest of 
the week. He was a vigilant humanist with a spiritual focus 
on a nobler social order sans barriers of caste and creed, 
dogmas and bigotries. Jesus, after Buddha, was the ereatest 
protestant against an unjust social order, the most profound 
challenger of the godist hierarchy of mercenary priestcraft 
which conditioned and controlled the minds of the masses 
using the opium of obscurantism. He was the transcendent, 
spell-binding anti-imperialist of his Roman times rousing 
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the divinity of personhood—the Kingdom of God is within 
you—and conscientizing humanity with his spiritually secu- 
lar, socialist shafts of parables rooted in universal justice and 
boundless love. And yet he was sentenced to crucifixion and 
Barabbas, the robber, was set free by Pontius Pilate! 


So we have a Barabbasque order the world over. The 
Bofors deal, the hawala frauds, the escalating scams and 
scandals and the pollutive procession of corruption, with 
the State itself abetting the skullduggery—where are we 
going? Quo vadis¢ is the perennial interrogation of history; 
and we need your guidance from afar, dear Thomas, light 
to lead kindly amidst the encircling gloom. 


It is this poignant train of thoughts that prompted me to 
choose the title for this Lecture in homage to the sacred 


memory of Rev. M.A. Thomas. 


At a time when lesbianism and ‘gay’ games—not the 
hunger and squalour of millions—occupy the front seat in 
human rights seminars in the West; and American Corpo- 
rate Power, searching for grounds to intimidate us, use poor 
wages for Indian workers as an issue of grave Yankee social 
concern, although on its part the U.S. has not still signed 
the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(1966), we behold a world of paradoxes, and perversities! 
The dialectics of harsh contradictions cannot be resolved by 


a 


5 


The Third M A Thomas Memorial Lecture, 1996 


a synthesis of sophistry, but only through waging activist, 
humanist campaigns against inhumanity, led by spiritual 
statesmen like Rev. M.A. Thomas. The profound theatre 
of his operations was Bharat, of his mind was moral uplift 
of mankind, of his soul was human salvation ‘in widest 
commonality spread’. His platform of action was Vigil 
India; his conviction was that everyone had the birthright 
to a good life and that catalysis like him must set an example 
of purity, intrepidity and paradigm of higher values, as 
against mammon-worship, carnal-consumerist excess and 
communal divisiveness. He lived in tune with his ideals, 
with simplicity and tranquility; but inside him was burning 
the fire to fight evil and nourish good. His body gave little 
purchase over his soul and his patriotism was fraternal 
feeling for his fellow-beings. His eyes sparkled; his speech 
was soft, but his mind was restless seeing suffering, priva- 
tion, predatory frenzy in high places and communal vivi- 
section and victimization. Vivekananda’s words are apt 
here: 


Do you feel? Do you feel that millions and millions of 
the descendants of gods and of sages have become next 
door neighbours to brutes? Do you feel that millions 
are starving today, and millions have been starving 
from ages? Do you feel that ignorance has come over 
the land as a dark cloud? Does it make you restless? 
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Does it make you sleepless? Has it gone into your 
blood, coursing through your veins, becoming con- 
stant with your heart-beats? 


He was cultured and loved to listen and respond; but 
never at the expense of his soulful commitment of sharing 
and caring for his countrymen. Let me cite an exchange 
between Gurudev Tagore and Mahatma Gandhi to illus- 
trate what is humane commitment: 


Once Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore asked Gandhiji, 
“Gandhi, why are you so unromantic? When in the 
early dawn, the morning sun rises, does it not fill your 
heart with joy to see its reddish glow? When the birds 
sing does not your heart thrill with its divine music? 
When the rose opens its petals and blooms in the 
garden does its sights not bring cheer to your heart?” 


The Mahatma replied “Gurudev, I am not so dumb or 
insensitive, as not to be moved by the beauty of the 
rose or the morning rays of the sun or the divine music 
of the birds. But what can I do? My one desire, my one 
anxiety, my one ambition is when shall I see the red 
tint of the rose on the cheeks of hungry naked millions 
of my people? When shall I hear the sweet and melo- 
dious song of the birds in place of their agonising sighs? 
When will such music come out of their soul and when 
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will that day come when the light of the morning sun 
will illumine the heart of the common man in India? 
When will I see its lustre and brightness on his face?” 


The kernel of human rights is concern for the human 
condition, however high or humble be the person. The 
vulgar sector affluently placed ask: Why should I, if the 
going is good for me, bother about my neighbour and his 
misery? Why should Cain care to sustain Abel and not kill 
him for gain? Why should robbery be crime and why not 
grab as much as you may with unconcern for the lacerated 
lot of his deprived? The answer is compassion, love, fellow- 
ship and identity with the wretched of the earth. Why 
compassion and sharing when I can enjoy pleasures and 
corner treasures and fill my lust, avarice and pride in a 
monopoly of arrogance and suppression of those who 
challenge my supremacy of affluence? What is justice, social 
justice, distributive justice if might is right and I have might 
on my side? What if I crush you or throw you to the wild 
beasts and delight in watching your vain struggle against 
being devoured? Byron’s bitter lines are worth quoting: 


By thy cold breast and serpent smile, 
By thy unfathom’d gulfs of guile, 
By that most seeming virtuous eye, 


By thy shut soul’s hypocrisy; 
By the perfection of thine art 
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Which pass‘d for human thine own heart; 
By the delight in other’s pain, 

And by thy brotherhood of Cain, 

I call upon thee! and compel 

Thyself to be thy proper Hell! 


The world ts but an animal farm, a zoological theatre, an 
amoral market-friendly profit-aggressive global order 
where God can be commanded to support gold through 
priests and scriptures and sacred abracadabra! What is truth? 
said the justing Pilate and did not wait for an answer. 
Rabindranath Tagore described the masses as ‘the eternal 
tenants of an extortionate system’. But the terrorists, organ- 
ised as States with military forces to defend the unjust order, 
ignore the worth of the human person and get away with 
it, since values have no value unless physical might sustains 
it. Such is the sinister syndrome which distorts even the 
justice system. Anatole France acidly remarked: 


To disarm the strong and arm the weak would be to 
change the social order which it’s my job to preserve. 
Justice is the means by which established injustices are 


sanctioned. 


This line of logic soaked in vulgar materialism 1s destruc- 
tive of the basics of human rights. The American Declara- 
tion of Independence proclaims the inalienable rights of the 
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people even as the French Revolution declares Liberty, 
Equality and Fraternity as fundamental. The ‘do or die’ call 
of Mahatma Gandhi or the “We the People of India” of the 
Preamble to our Constitution stress the worth of the hu- 
man person and groups with identities as a central concern. 
The basic principle on which human rights, people’s self- 
determination and abolition of slavery and the very Charter 
of the United Nations are bedrocked is the spiritual essence 
latent in every human person, the truth of our being or the 
right to be human. The blend of the material and spiritual 
values, the perspectives and perceptions which are not 
skin-deep but soul-deep and the divine spark that belights 
our life and distinguishes humanity from the brute ances- 
tors—these quintessentials humanize our civilization and 
invest our march through time and space as an endless 
journey towards a divine destiny. All else is mere mirage 
and veil of ignorance. The measure of human rights is not 
the loudness of political noises you are free to make nor the 
Boston Brahmin status you enviously enjoy but the accep- 
tance of the equal dignity and reverential divinity that 
dwells in each individual and gives her/him title, like any 
other, to the resources and richness available for all to- 
gether; justly distributed—each according to her/his needs, 
not according to the acquisitive ability for rapacity under 
iniquitous circumstances. Indeed, it is the savagery of war 
and the bestiality of degrading torture, voluptuous indig- 
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nity and blood-thirsty imperialist and fascist appetite which 
shocked the conscience of mankind that led to the U.N. 
Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
The constellation of U.N. instruments can gain locomotion 
only if spiritually charged invigilators like M.A. Thomas 
put their shoulders to the wheel as divine volunteers fight- 
ing vested interests and the corrupt establishment, in a 
selfless struggle for the boundless constituency made up of 
all humanity. Terence, and later Karl Marx, crystallized 
their creed: 


I am a man and nothing pertaining to man 1s alien to 
me. 


For Rev. Thomas nothing that affected any the littlest 
human was alien to him! 


Humanity is the highest in the evolutionary scale, mani- 
festing the divinity that dwells within and distinguishes 
homo sapiens from the simian ancestors who lived in 
arboreal environs sans the spiritual sensitivity, thinking 
individuality and personal dignity which makes us all the 
members of a fraternity. The right to be human isa glorious 
opportunity and the worth of the human person 1s nobly 
inalienable and inheres in everyone, man, woman or child, 
plebian or patrician, Jew or gentile, prince or pariah. The 
profound meaning of democracy, in its many dimensions, 
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1s realised only in a society where reverence for fellow-be- 
ings springs from the recognition of the principle of one 
person, one value, regardless of all trappings, temporal and 
material. Such is the manifesto of human rights, the celestial 
potential which exists in equal measure in every member of 
the human race, given real opportunity. Such, in brief, is 
the immortal core in every mortal, the underlying divinity 
in every human entity beyond distinctions of caste and 
creed, race and colour, sex and country. 


This universal minimum is present in each one, savage 
or saint, and its full realisation finds its finest state when the 
human ascent and divine descent meet at a confluence to 
incarnate as an avatar, a Buddha, Jesus or Gandhi or other 
radiant figure commissioned, as it were, by a Higher Power 
to transform the social order so as to offer spiritual-material 
space and fragrant faculties to blossom into the perfection 
of personality. This is the grand perspective of human 
values and their nexus with the Supreme Spirit. 


The struggle for human deliverances and the battle for 
universal brotherhood and sisterhood is the pith and sub- 
stance of the magna carta of humanity enshrined in the San 
Francisco Charter (1945), the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948) and the two International Covenants 
(1966) which spell out the material projections of human 
rights. Never can you do justice to the concept and creed 


EEE 
12 


SES A A SS AP ERTS SE METI AERIAL ITS GTA SBI SNE TS IE VR SR SIE NS SOC CRY aS NTE ed ne eee 
Human Rights — Their Spiritual Dimensions 


we stand for without rising to be above philosophic vision 
far beyond the political debates and judicial rhetoric which 
fill the pages of human rights literature. A higher jurispru- 
dence, doing reverence to the spiritual dimensions of hu- 
man rights, transcending the tyranny of legal texts, rigidity 
of religious prescriptions and obduracies of theologies and 
cults and obsessive addictions fobbed off as human rights, 
is the sublime desideratum. 


The New World Order, worthy of the spiritual history 
of mankind, must reflect the radiant message of divinised 
humanism, without the wrinkles of obscurantisms, rash- 
ness of run-away passions and the wrangles of power blocs 
building new imperialism and domestic despotisms, even 
using human rights chauvinism as an additional weapon in 
the war of capturing and cornering the resources of the earth 
and the minds of people. The inauguration of this universal 
human order is hard in our money-manic, blood-stained 
globalism apparelled in newspeak liberalism. We need in- 
spired cadres and inspiring leaders for this ideological cam- 
paign and how greatly we miss Rev. M.A. Thomas whose 
spiritual anatomy and holy chemistry of total dedication for 
human liberation is but one in a million. 


Human rights, despite the U.N. Instruments and the 
Constitution of India, can reach the people only through 
NGOs and other liaison bodies like Vigil India. Rev. 
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Thomas was a prince among such mediators. We may 
discern NGO presence even at international levels, a la 
Amnesty International. 


The importance of NGOs was realized at the various 
summit conferences organised by the U.N. within the 
ILO’s fields of endeavour. Trade unions constitute an ele- 
ment of citizen representation in its tripartite structure. 
UNESCO’s National Commissions have engaged various 
professions and their NGOs. UNICEF’s National Com- 
mittees have built strong supportive bridges between citi- 
zens and the Fund’s work. The bold initiative of FAO in 
creating within its Secretariat a unit to promote the popular 
global Freedom From Hunger Campaign must also be 
noted. 


Our focus is on human rights and the UN is the foremost 
instrument with over 70 instruments bearing on human 
rights having been passed. The wide spectrum of human 
interests covered by these documents must be supple- 
mented by perennial vigilance. 


The human rights movement should itself give equal 
priority to economic, social and cultural rights to- 
gether with civil and political rights. It should search 
for ways to play as prominent a role in the future in 
the monitoring and implementation of economic, so- 


14 


ssa slnsssssssinestpuntsoniatenatinsnnsiasaigamasmnmeesememmmmenne ee 
Human Rights — Their Spiritual Dimensions 


cial and cultural rights as it has in the past in the 
monitoring and implementation of civil and political 
rights (lan Martin, Secretary-General, Amnesty Inter- 
national 1986-1992). 


Our generation as heir to a great estate of human rights 
must “wipe every tear from every eye’ and raise every 
human to his/her full personhood. Nelson Mandela’s 
words, way back in 1992, is a fitting finale to my thoughts 
on the U.N. and human rights: 


Our common humanity transcends the oceans and all 
national boundaries. It binds us together in a common 
cause against tyranny, to act together in defence of our 
very humanity. Let it never be asked of any one of 
us—what did we do when we knew that another was 
oppressed? 


We live in a world where man’s inhumanity to man 
makes countless thousands mourn! (Burns). In our good 
earth, we still find evil forces which create scenes of woe, 
the like of which no eye had seen, no heart conceived, no 
human tongue can adequately tell. ‘O Death, the poor 
man’s dearest friend, the kindest and the best!’—such is the 
lot of many for whom human rights mean nothing. They 
have nothing to lose except their life. Rev. Thomas brought 
solace to such people and fought communal clashes and 
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violent violations of other sorts. How did he achieve it? 
Because he had a vision of the Infinite even when he saw 


the smallest person. That is true greatness: 


To see a World in a Grain of Sand, 
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, 

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand, 
And Eternity in an hour. 


I conclude with a plea for a lofty view of human rights 
through spiritual lenses. All else falls in place once we rise 


in our perspective of human rights. 


“ 
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